An Argument for Storytelling and Listening
Foundational to the human experience, storytelling and listening allows the sharing of information, communicates emotion, and engenders compassion. Stories provide access to a common humanity. People seek affiliation as an essential part of the human experience and find deeper connections. Hence, the far-reaching application of successful storytelling enjoyed throughout the fields of nursing, community organizing, diversity and inclusion, restorative justice, political activism, and peace building. Experienced in and regulated by the amygdala, storytelling and story listening also serve a biological function. 7 Neural coupling, the process by which neural patterns of the storyteller mirror those of the story listener, provides evidence of the hard-wired need and nature of sharing stories. Through neural coupling, the brain of the storyteller aligns itself with the brain of the listener. 8 Neuroscience research recently uncovered that social isolation manifests itself in a manner nearly identical to physical pain; 9 the feeling of belonging or not belonging impacts one's sense of wellbeing.
An inextricable link exists between expressing oneself and listening to stories. Dialogue with others provides one with broader as well as alternate perspectives allowing for the creation of richer interpretations. 10 The act of listening moves people closer; ''it helps us become more whole, more healthy, more holy.'' 11 And the opposite may also prove true. Not feeling listened to causes fragmentation, and fragmentation causes suffering. [10] [11] As an illustration of fragmentation, partisan politics in the national landscape divides Americans and limits rational discourse between members of different parties. Globally, the deterioration of world peace continues for the fourth consecutive year. 12 Thich Nhat Hanh, Vietnamese Buddhist Monk and peace activist states:
The secret of creating peace is that when you listen to another person you have only one purpose: to offer him an opportunity to empty his heart. If you are able to keep that awareness and compassion alive in you, then you can sit for 1 hour and listen even if the other person's speech contains a lot of wrong perceptions, condemnations and bitterness. 13 Simply stated, putting emotions and experience into words improves one's physical and mental health. Having those emotions and experience heard by a listener trained to ''lay aside themself'' 14 may enable the storyteller to feel heard and acknowledged. Having that need met may in turn allow for the fulfillment of higher levels of psychological needs. 15 The new field of narrative medicine trains professionals ''to acknowledge, absorb, interpret, and act on the stories and plights of others.'' 16 While much has been written about the ''potential qualities, characteristics, and abilities that the role of the sender must possess in order to achieve status as a competent communicator, relatively little information is available for individuals to understand what is required of them in their role of receiver to achieve similar communicative status. '' 17 Listening as a skill requires purposeful practice to develop, and many consider it an essential component of one's professional practice. 18 Listening happens at 6 different levels determined by one's goal for the interaction.
•Extends beyond acƟve listening, to require non-judgmental listening-to step outside one's own perspecƟve, and express empathy for the speaker.
Empathic Listening
•The listener asks probing quesƟons and reflects their interpretaƟons back to the speaker, in order to beƩer understand the speaker's message content, emoƟons, and conclusions being drawn. AcƟve listening is both for the listener and speaker to ensure that the speaker feels heard and that the message is heard as intended.
AcƟve Listening
•We listen aƩenƟvely for our own understanding, asking probing open-ended quesƟons to seek further informaƟon from the speaker.
AƩenƟve Listening
•Paying more aƩenƟon to comprehending only the phrases of interest or concern to us versus the enƟre message.
SelecƟve Listening
•We may respond with "a head nod or an 'uh-huh', but we aren't paying much aƩenƟon and our comprehension level is minimal.
Responsive Listening
•The least amount of effort-hearing someone speak but comprehending liƩle of what is said.
Passive Listening

Listening Levels
Through empathic listening, story listeners can help provide storytellers the space to feel heard, thus enabling them to be challenged to reflect from multiple perspectives. Deep meaningful learning can emerge from this process. The next section presents transformative learning as a goal of story listening, and the subsequent sections present examples of structured formats from which to facilitate transformative learning: coaching and Lego Serious Play (LSP).
Transformative Learning
Stories help people make meaning of experiences and the world around them. Embedded in those stories are long-held social constructs-unwittingly made assumptions and habitual ways of thinking. Transformative learning is ''learning that transforms problematic frames of references-sets of fixed assumptions and expectationsto make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, and emotionally able to change.'' 20 It is often difficult to challenge these ''habitual expectations or 'meaning perspectives' (created by ideologies, learning styles, neurotic self-deceptions) . . . that govern the activities of perceiving, comprehending and remembering.'' 21 However, having a dedicated listener can help us to gain some mental distance from the story and challenge our own meaning-making schemes. Mental distance can enable the story holder to make their story object-to view it from the balcony which enables them to gain a broader perspective.
A storyteller can make their story object by conceptualizing it as a metaphor or building it as an abstract model or other physical metaphor. One can also participate in critical reflection, where one's assumptions surface for testing and analysis. 22 This may enable storytellers to see their own unconscious bias or thinking that comprises their current method of meaning making. Having a dedicated listener provides the teller with a way to hold the story as object so they may reflect upon it, challenge the assumptions underlying and within the story, reshape it, and take control of it.
How the Art of Listening Can Be Used to Coach Storytellers
Coaching, a facilitation method capable of fostering transformative learning, can help storytellers obtain deeper understanding in light of a complex challenge or obstacle, reflect critically upon their assumptions, and achieve strategic insight for informed decision-making and action. A coaching session looks like ''a dialogue between a facilitator (coach) and a participant (client) where the majority of interventions used by the facilitator are open [ended] questions which are aimed at stimulating the self-awareness and personal responsibility of the participant''. 23 The coach's role as a facilitator sees them guide selfdiscovery through shaping open-ended questions, differing from the more directive role a trainer or mentor may take. 23 Effective coaching and coaches rely more on the process than the subject matter expertise or experience in the challenge the storyteller faces.
A powerful tool, the ORID framework, 24 can aid in the facilitation of a coaching conversation, one-on-one or in group settings. ORID involves 4 stages of open-ended questions.
ObjecƟve QuesƟons
What is happening?
ReflecƟve QuesƟons
How are you feeling or reacƟng?
InterpreƟve QuesƟons
What is the value, meaning, or significance of this for you? 
Decisional QuesƟons
• • • • • • • • • • •
ORID Questioning framework
The effective application of the ORID framework to facilitate a coaching conversation requires the storyteller to begin by sharing their story while the story listener(s) listen, take notes, and write down ORID questions. These questions should enable the storyteller to obtain further understanding on gaps of content, identify assumptions, question assumptions, and think of options/possibilities yet available to the storyteller. 25 This provides the space for the storyteller to share without interruption and enables the story listener(s) to reflect and craft meaningful questions. Then, the story listener(s) ask(s) ORID questions (if in a group can be a round robin format) in an attempt to guide the storyteller through the 4 stages. The goal of the listener is to facilitate the storyteller achieving their own insights (not a directed answer or solution) and to make an informed decision on next steps. Although the framework denotes an ordered process, authentic discourse does not follow such a structure. An organic conversation proves a more impactful application of the model. The storyteller receives the supports and challenges needed to achieve insight through the listening and inquiry of the coach. The storyteller may then take personal ownership of and action on their new perspective.
LEGO as Transformative
The LSP methodology enables participants to solve wicked problems through strategy and/or team development. However, many also use this method-in unique ways and with great success-for facilitating learning. 26 It has the potential to produce more significant learning through the creation of metaphors in the form of LEGO models. The LSP encompasses multiple methods recognized to foster transformative learning, including the power of play, building metaphors, engaging in critical reflection, sharing in storytelling, and sparking the imagination. The potential for transformative learning in this method stands ready to expand the way in which one makes meaning. 27 
Building New Stories
The play portion of LSP (ie, building Lego models) activates a positive affect, potentially leading to the psychological state of flow, or the optimal state for human experience/performance where creativity, productivity, and happiness may occur. 28 The social component and improvisational building of this activity may also lead to an increased level of oxytocin. 29 Oxytocin produced in this state can improve one's ability to understand the emotions of another and therefore listen more empathically. 30 One might then conclude that the social component of storytelling and the flow state that can accompany play increase one's ability to achieve peak experience and better understand the other with empathic listening.
LSP also facilitates critical self-reflection by prompting participants to reframe the definition of a problem through the creation of a metaphor (ie, a LEGO model). As participants explain their models to the other participants, the reassessment of how one poses problems orients to perceive, know, believe, feel, and act 22 surfaces during the creation, questioning, and modification to the LEGO models or in the metaphors that represent the storyteller's complex idea more simply. 22 The connection between metaphor, critical reflection, and transformative learning emerges in ''the recognition, identification, and creation of metaphors by adult learners. '' 31 The social process involved in the storytelling element of LSP also fosters transformative learning. 32 As participants share their personal experience in the stories used to explain their models, the listeners respond with authentic curiosity and care. The conveyance of one's story through the 3-dimensional metaphor can enhance the others' ability to listen empathically.
The process becomes powerful when the listeners pose questions to clarify the storyteller's experience. Collectively, all parties seek further depth, clarity, breadth, and experiment with new meaning.
Lastly, imagination is an integral part of understanding the unknown and making meaning. 33 The process of physically building ideas via Lego models allows the storyteller's embodied knowledge to surface through their hands rather than in their mind, leading them in the thinking process. 34 Engaging the imagination and creativity inherent to artistic expression takes us ''out of our heads and into our bodies, hearts, and souls in ways that allow us to connect more deeply with self and others. '' 33 This medium and method enables participants to create and reflect on a physical thing that could represent their unconscious, emotional, and intuitive ways of knowing. One does not need to possess expert artistic skills to fully express themselves, because LEGO provides pieces to click together and assign a personal or shared story, meaning, and metaphor.
By critically reflecting through the construction of metaphors and the story listeners asking open-ended ORID questions to aid in the deconstruction of surfaced assumptions, storytellers may then physically change their represented assumptions to a more ideal, tested, and validated configuration. By building new metaphors and identities through this medium, one might now hold the story, or idea as object, and no longer remain subject to it.
To What End?
To what end do we tell, share, and listen to others and their stories? Stories can help in healing the storyteller, as well as provide learning for the listener and storyteller alike. Let's not forget the possibility for strengthening everyday relationships by providing the gift to your partner of feeling heard. For the storyteller, the structure acts as an enabler for an optimal experience and allows them to truly feel heard. And in feeling heard, they gain objectivity and perspective to the story-by surfacing then testing assumptions through questioning and critical reflection. By purposefully practicing listening and trusting in a process that encourages story listening, transformative learning can emerge.
As professionals, listening becomes both a diagnostic tool and the intervention. In listening, the facilitator creates an environment ripe for learning for the storyteller and other story listeners. And the act of creating a structure for others to participate in the listening allows them to delve into their own transformative experience. Hearing the stories of others allows for the recognition of options for new roles, relationships, and actions as well as examples for implementing their own plan. With video, Barclays aimed to make mental illness visible by putting a face to it literally. One of the videos starts with employees making introductory statements like ''I'm a mother,'' ''married with 3 grown up children,'' ''published composer,'' or ''history graduate.'' 2 It might catch you by surprise when you learn shortly after, ''[they've] suffered from clinical depression and have come close to committing suicide.'' We see the employees' body language and emotions shift. Their voices quiver, their eyes swell up, their tone of voice takes a measured inflection. Yet, their stories don't end there. Instead, they highlight their illness as just one aspect of a larger fabric of their identity. Although Beth may have suffered with depression for 20 years, it doesn't define her. She loves to sing, dance, go to musicals, and spend time with family. We see Beth in ourselves. We identify with her. Simply put, her video story makes her more human.
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By 2016, the campaign went from 9 to 160 stories and over 60 000 website views. Those self-identifying with a mental illness went from 3% to 7%. 3 The strategy was working. Barclay's ''This Is Me'' campaign has become a beacon for many other companies aiming to shine a light on mental well-being. And, video has continued to play a pivotal role in how they ''normalize'' mental health across their organization.
Media is the literacy of the 21st century. You can learn how to do almost anything on YouTube. Generation Z, the next generation of our workforce, certainly is. 4 From braiding hair, installing a kitchen sink, to touring the White House, video demystifies the process for things that would be difficult to understand or, more importantly, feel. In fact, by 2020, video will be the largest driver of Internet traffic. 5 What's more, our brains are wired for visuals. We process visuals 60 000 times faster than text. We retain visual information longer. 6 And, posts with visuals see 3Â more engagement on social media. 7 Suffice to say, if text is the only way we're communicating with people outside and inside our companies, we're missing an opportunity.
Here are 4 ways you can use video to jump-start your wellness programs and increase engagement.
Showcase a Colleague Success Story
Think about those colleagues who despite many barriers have succeeded in their wellness journey. Showcasing a colleague success story, especially ones that had to overcome several challenges, is an inspiring and relatable way for others to see what's possible.
Show Your Wellness Program in Action
Perhaps there are components to your wellness program that are difficult to explain or understand. Think about the components you keep repeating meeting after meeting. Whether it's a new facility, nutrition initiative, or yoga class, pick up a camera and give colleagues a glimpse of how they might participate.
Showcase a Wellness Tip or Best Practice
As wellness professionals, you're bursting with knowledge and quick tips. It could be a new breathing technique or mindfulness exercise to help those colleagues on the go. Or better yet, you want to highlight one of your departments that created a relaxation room on a shoestring budget. This is your opportunity to inspire colleagues with visual nuggets to brighten and better their day.
Introduce Yourself and Your Wellness Team
We have to model what this practice looks like for others. The best way to jump-start video in your organization is to get out your own camera jitters. Some of you may serve a company of thousands of colleagues across multiple locations. No doubt you've felt the challenge of balancing emotionally charged conversations while still gaining trust. Introduce yourself and what makes you and your teammates so passionate about wellness. Through these simple video introductions, you can give colleagues a more personalized way to relate and connect with you.
Despite the myriad of video stories you might share, I know what some of you are thinking. Video is expensive, time-consuming, requires magical editing skills, [insert other deep fear here]. None of these have to be true. If you can take video of your pets or your kids, you can film your video wellness stories! That means that anyone with a phone can be a contributor. Here are some tips to set you and your colleagues up for filming success:
